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Introduction

Most courses you will take in your undergraduate studies relate to politics will be about politics
itself—about politics in different regions, or about particular aspects of political systems. This
course, however, is about political science, about doing research on politics and in the social
sciences more generally. How do we design our research? How do we collect data? How do
we draw valid conclusions from these data?

As an introduction to the approaches in the empirical study of politics, this course will give
an overview of both qualitative and quantitative research methods in political science. The
course is divided in two halves: the first half will be an introduction to empirical research,
discussing the role of theories and hypotheses, of concepts, of measurement, and of overall
research designs, and will focus in particular on qualitative research methods, including case
study design and comparative methods. The second half will be about quantitative methods,
including sampling and basic statistical analysis.

The topics covered in this module are essential if you intend to work as an academic in
the field of political science or a related field, but there are a range of other careers where
this will be very helpful. In many non-profit organisations or civil service jobs, graduates of
politics programmes may be involved in evaluation research or policy proposals, where a good
understanding of empirical research will be crucial. It is also essential in your social science
studies in general, both undergraduate and graduate, since a good understanding of research
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methodology will allow you to look much more critically at any of the course materials you
will see in other modules. Finally, if you intend to do the Advanced Seminar in Politics
and International Relations in your third year, you will need to have the skills taught in this
modules.

While the focus in many other modules will be on knowledge of theories and knowledge of
political systems, as well as basic analytical and critical skills, this module will provide you with
very relevant practical skills and increased analytical skills that will benefit you throughout
your career, both academically and professionally.

On completion of this module you should be able to:

• Understand the principles of good research design in politics;

• Have a basic understanding of the advantages and disadvantages of a large variety of
methods;

• Solid understanding of causal inference and the logic of social scientific inquiry;

• Be able to calculate and interpret basic statistical results;

• Appreciate the practicalities of ethics and dissemination in politics research.

Details on the module can of course change: Always keep an eye on Blackboard and the course
website! While Blackboard is used for materials restricted to participants in the module, slides
and some other materials can be found at:

http://www.joselkink.net/AAP-Spring-2017.php

Textbook

The readings for the course will be taken from a number of different sources. One source
that will apply to most of the weeks is Bhattacherjee (2012), which is chosen in part because
it represents a good scientific approach to social science and in part because it is freely
available online. I would also strongly recommend purchasing Pollock III (2015), for which a
reasonably priced Kindle version is available (which can be read on any smart phone, tables
or web browser).

Grading

The grading is based on tutorial participation, one exercise (data project), one essay (research
design), and three in-class quizzes. Assignments will be submitted through SafeAssign on
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Blackboard, while the quizzes will be submitted during the class session. The relative weight
of each assignment is as follows:

Task Weight Deadline
Tutorial participation 5%
In-Class Multiple Choice Tests 15% Wednesday 22 February, 9 am

15% Wednesday 5 April, 9 am
15% Wednesday 26 April, 9 am

Research design 30% Friday 31 March, 5 pm
Data project 20% Friday 28 April, 5 pm

Note that the quiz dates and the submission deadlines for the essays nearly coincide—it is up
to you to plan your time such that you finish your assignment early and leave time to study
for the quiz!

Research design

The primary continuing assessment in this course is a full length (3,000–3,500 word) research
design for an original political science or international relations research project of your choos-
ing. Topics are open as long as they contain some element of political behaviour. The most
important thing is to choose a topic that interests you. The purpose of this assignment is
to have you design a full-scale political research project (but not actually carry it out). Your
design may employ qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods. While you need to identify
what data you would use, you do not actually have to collect or analyze the data, or interpret
the results.

The research design should address the following:

1. Introduction, Research Question and Argument (300–500 words). An opening few
paragraphs that introduce your topic, your research question (your puzzle) and a broad
statement of your thesis (what you think the answer to your question is).

2. Literature Review (750–1,000 words). An overview and discussion of the literature
that is pertinent to your research question. For instance, if your research question is
“Did lax regulation lead to the banking crisis in Ireland?” your literature review should
encompass other work that examines the impact of regulation on financial crisis, in
Ireland or elsewhere. This section does not need to be comprehensive, but should be
enough of a sample to show that you are able to identify and discuss previous work on
your topic.

3. Hypothesis (750–1,000 words). Clear hypothesis (or hypotheses) with a clear causal
mechanism (Y is caused by X) should be written out, supported by the literature
review and a theoretical discussion of why you expect your stated causal mechanism to
be at work.
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4. Data, Methodology and Operationalization (750–1,000 words). This final part of your
research design should discuss the methodology you will employ and how your hypothesis
test will be operationalized. Discuss the type of investigatory tool (method) you are
employing and why this investigation is appropriate to the hypothesis you pose. Describe
what data you would need to test your hypothesis and where or how you would obtain
that data. Be sure to define and operationalize your dependent, independent and (any)
control variables and discuss how you can use your data as measures of those variables.

If at any point you are feeling stuck or frustrated with your project please come to see me or
your tutor. If you meet with me early on we can either work through the issues you are having
with your project or change your project into a more manageable task. If you wait until the
project deadlines to come see me it may be very difficult to resolve the issues you are having
with your project.

Data project

A continuing assessment component of this course will be a small take-home data project. The
purpose of this assignment is to familiarize you with basic data manipulation and statistical
analysis. You will be provided with a subset of a data set of voters with various socio-economic
and geographic data. You will be given a basic data description and regression analysis
assignment and will be asked to answer a number of questions to interpret the results.

Multiple Choice Questionnaires

The module will have three, 40-minute, in-class quizzes. The quizzes will be administered in
the lecture theatre, at 9 am, at the listed dates.

The quizzes will consist of 25 multiple choice questions. Correct responses will receive 4
percentage points and incorrect responses will receive 0, with some partially correct responses
receiving 1, 2 or 3 points.

The calculation from percentage to letter grade will follow the translation as follows, with the
percentages below 40% following the standard scale for UCD marks:

Percentage Grade Percentage Grade
95–100% A+ 65–70% C+
90–95% A 60–65% C
85–90% A- 55–60% C-
80–85% B+ 50–55% D+
75–80% B 45–50% D
70–75% B- 40–45% D-
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Questions will be based on the required readings, the slides, and the lecture contents. The
slides are a good indication of what the main topics are you can be asked about.

You must bring your student ID card and a pencil to class on quiz days.

There will be one make-up session at the end of the semester, on Tuesday 2 May, 10 am,
location to be confirmed, where you can sit one of the exams if you missed that particular
session. You can only sit on that date if you have a reasonable excuse and notify me prior
to the original exam date. Unless you have recognized extenuating circumstances1 , strictly
applied, for two or more of the quiz dates, you cannot use that session for more than one of
the three exams.

Tutorials

The tutorials will be taught by:

Name Email Tutorials
Paul Turner paul.turner@ucdconnect.ie
Mary Haasl mary.haasl@ucdconnect.ie
Mary Brennan mary.brennan.3@ucdconnect.ie
Chelcee Hew chelcee.hew@ucdconnect.ie
Arya Pillai arya.pillai@ucdconnect.ie

There will be five tutorials and participation counts towards your grade. The topics of the
tutorials are:

Week Topic
2 Conceptualisation & measurement
4 Theories & inference
5 (Lab) Opening & viewing data
6 (Lab) Tables & graphs
7 (Lab) Regressions
8 Presenting a data analysis
9 Interpreting regressions

11 Putting it all together

Note that the location of the tutorials changes for weeks 5–7, when they take place in
computer labs.

1http://www.ucd.ie/registry/academicsecretariat/docs/extcstudent g.pdf
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Plagiarism

Although this should be obvious, plagiarism—copying someone else’s text without acknowl-
edgement or beyond “fair use” quantities—is not allowed. Please carefully check the UCD
policies concerning plagiarism2 and its more extensive description of what is plagiarism and
what is not3. Arguing that you “didn’t know” will not be a valid excuse when we find evidence
of plagiarism—if it not really clear what is expected of you in this regard, ask.

Contact

I do not have fixed office hours, so if you want to make sure I am present, you can make an
appointment by email. If a personal visit is not necessary, the easiest way to reach me is by
email (jos.elkink@ucd.ie).

To stay up to date with developments in the UCD School of Politics and International Rela-
tions, also keep an eye on the following social media:
Web: http://www.ucd.ie/politics/

Blog: http://politicalscience.ie/

Twitter: http://twitter.com/ucdpolitics

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/ucdspire

Topics overview

Week 1: Introduction

What makes political science a science? What are the different paradigms of social science?
How to embed a research project into the wider literature?

Keywords: ontology, paradigm, literature review, epistemology, science, positivism, construc-
tivism, objectivism, plagiarism.

required Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 1, 3)
recommended Kellstedt and Whitten (2013, ch 1)

Bryman (2008, ch 1, 3–5)
advanced Gerring (2001, ch 1–2)

Geddes (2003, ch 2)
King, Keohane and Verba (1994, ch 1)
Gerring (2012, ch 1–2)

2http://www.ucd.ie/regist/documents/plagiarism policy and procedures.pdf.
3http://www.ucd.ie/library/students/information skills/plagiari.html
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Week 2: Conceptualisation & Measurement

What are variables? How to define what we are interested in? How to make observations on
key variables?

Keywords: conceptualisation, operationalisation, measurement, reliability, validity, systematic
and random error, bias.

required Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 6–7)
Pollock III (2015, ch 1)

recommended Kellstedt and Whitten (2013, ch 5)
Bryman (2008, ch 1, 3–5)

advanced Gerring (2001, ch 3–4, 6)
Shively (1997, ch 4–5)
Sartori (1970)
Collier and Levitsky (1997)
Shively (1997, ch 3)
Gerring (2012, ch 5–7)
Adcock and Collier (2001)
Goertz (2006, ch 4)
King, Keohane and Verba (1994, ch 2, §5.1)

Week 3: Theories, Models, & Hypotheses

What is a theory and what is a hypothesis? What’s the difference between theories and
models?

Keywords: paradigm, model, theory, hypothesis, mid-range theory, inference.

required Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 2, 4)
Pollock III (2015, ch 3)

recommended Kellstedt and Whitten (2013, ch 2)
advanced Gerring (2001, ch 5)

Little (1991, ch 1)

Week 4: Causal Inference

What is causal inference? What are experiments and what are they good for?

Overview of the research design assignment.

Keywords: cause, causal inference, experiment, experimental design, internal and external
validity, selection bias, treatment and effect, confounding factors.
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required Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 5, 10)
Pollock III (2015, ch 4–5)

recommended Kellstedt and Whitten (2013, ch 3–4)
advanced Gerring (2001, ch 7)
(causal inference) Morgan and Winship (2007, ch 2, 10)

King, Keohane and Verba (1994, ch 3)
Gerring (2007, 2010)
Gerring (2012, 8)
Shively (1997, ch 6)
Little (1991, ch 2)

advanced Christensen (1997, ch 8–9)
(experiments) Dunning (2008)

McDermott (2002)
Moses and Knutsen (2007, ch 3)
Green and Gerber (2003)
Campbell and Stanley (1963)
Druckman et al. (2006)
Gerring (2012, ch 10–11)

Week 5: Case Studies

What are case studies? What are methods for case studies? What are comparative studies?

Keywords: cases, process-tracing, most similar and most different systems design, necessary
and sufficient conditions.

required Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 11)

MCQ Exam covering weeks 1–4.

Week 6: Sampling & Case Selection

How to select cases for a comparative study? How to sample cases for a large survey?

Keywords: case selection, sampling, sampling frame, population, unit of analysis, multilevel
and panel data.

required Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 8)
recommended Bryman (2008, ch 7)

Week 7: Variables & Graphs

What are variables and how can one look at data? How to produce basic graphs in Stata?
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Overview of the data project assignment.

Keywords: pie chart, box plot, line graph, scatter plot.

required Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 6)
Pollock III (2015, ch 2)

Week 8: Statistics & Tables

How to compare the means or proportions of two different groups?

Keywords: mean, median, mode, variance, standardised variables, cross-table, frequency table.

recommended Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 14)

Week 9: Regression & Correlation

How to look at the relation between two variables?

Keywords: linear regression, Pearson’s correlation.

MCQ Exam covering weeks 4–8.

required Pollock III (2015, ch 8)
recommended Kellstedt and Whitten (2013, ch 9)

Week 10: Hypothesis Testing

How to draw conclusions about the population based on a sample? What are the basics of
probability theory and how can they be applied to statistical analysis?

Keywords: statistical inference, probability, probability distribution, Central Limit Theorem,
hypothesis test, power, p-value.

required Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 14)
recommended Pollock III (2015, ch 6–7)

Kellstedt and Whitten (2013, ch 6–7)

Week 11: Multiple Regression: Specification

How to perform regression analysis with more than one independent variable? How to decide
on which variables to include?
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Keywords: control variables, (adjusted) R2.

recommended Bhattacherjee (2012, ch 15)
Kellstedt and Whitten (2013, ch 9)

Week 12: Multiple Regression: Testing & Diagnostics

How to interpret statistical tests in multiple regression analysis? What can go wrong in
regression analysis?

Keywords: t-test, F -test, multicollinearity, heteroskedasticity, autocorrelation.

recommended Kellstedt and Whitten (2013, ch 10, 12)

MCQ Exam covering weeks 9–12.
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